Coming
of Age: A Reflection on Pentecostals, Politics and Popular Religion in Guatemala Dennis A. Smith* In this article we will look briefly at how Evangelicalism has grown in Guatemala, with a special emphasis on the Neo-Pentecostals.
Then we will present a typology for distinguishing Neo-Pentecostals from the rest of the Evangelical Community. Finally, we will note some of the challenges that the Pentecostal movement in Guatemala presents to the larger Christian community.
Evangelicals are coming of age in Guatemala. More than 30% of Guatemala's 9.2 million citizens now identify themselves as evangelicals. Sporting some 300 denominations and more than 10,000 local congregations, Guatemalan evangelicals maintain the most wide spread autochthonous presence of any religious group in the country. A case in point is the fact that more than 80% of the Roman Catholic priests serving in Guatemala are foreigners, while the majority of the Evangelical pastors (perhaps 95%) are Guatemalans. Another example may be noted , in the fact a permanent Evangelical presence may be found in most forgotten comers of the country, places where the mass is celebrated only on rare occasions.
Indeed, where there is one Evangelical congregation, within six months there will probably be three (leading me to posit what I call the "Amoeba School of Church Growth"). Evangelical growth in Guatemala tends to embody local family, ethnic or class rivalries. New congregations also provide a fertile proving ground for local leaders who believe that they are called to the pastoral ministry. Despite this massive grassroots presence, internal divisions, and a history of reticence to participate directly in the political arena have so far kept the Evangelicals from threatening the historic cultural dominance and political influence of the Roman Catholic Church. Most Guatemalans still believe that they live in a "Catholic" country.
On those few occasions in recent years when Evangelicals have tossed their hats into the political arena, the tendency has been to replace the sectarian fervor of a General Rios Montt, characterized by some as an "Evangelical ayatollah," with the pragmatic attempts of a President Serrano, to build a viable political consensus. The differences between the two indicate just how much times have changed in Guatemala since *Dennis A. Smith is a mission co-worker of the Presbyterian Church (USA Since the very beginning of the Protestant presence in Guatemala, the local theological scene has closely followed developments in U.S. Evangelicalism. The modernist-fundamentalist wars and the appearance of modem Pentecostalism in U.S. churches at the beginning of the Twentieth Century were quickly incorporated into the Guatemala Protestant experience. The word we use for Protestant is evangélico.
Although the Presbyterians, with a "mainline" and somewhat liberal reputation in the U. S., were the first to establish a continuous ministry in Guatemala, the local theological agenda was set by the second Protestant mission agency, the Central American Mission (CAM), which sent its first missionary to Guatemala in 1896. CAM, a faith mission, is a creature of Dallas Theological Seminary, home of Dispensationalism and the Scofield Reference Bible. Dispensationalism is by far the most influential school of theological thought in Guatemala, even among Presbyterians and Pentecostals. The other pioneer Protestant efforts in Guatemala were led by a group that later became part of the Church of the Nazarene (1901), a group of Evangelical Quakers from California (1902) Guatemala, 1880 -1920 ." Mesoamirica, 19 (June, 1990 ) 23. 3Virginia Garrard Burnett, "Protestantism in Rural Guatemala, 1872 -1954 ." Latin American Research Review 24 :2, (1989 
